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This paper argues the role of responsibility as a unifying condition, akin to Aristotle’s phrone- 
sis or master virtue, to keep human consciousness from atrophying and in the process help 
achieve individual, institutional, and global flourishing and well-being. Specifically, the paper 
proposes the use of paradox theory and the paradoxical mindset in finding the balance or op- 
timum combination among the three fundamental conditions human consciousness needs to 
flourish in everyday life: freedom, hope, and flow. The paper uses an old concept such as para- 
dox to find a new way of application to the second wave of the science of positive psychology 
or existential positive psychology (PP 2.0). The use of paradoxical mindset can help advance 
PP2.0’s ultimate goal of optimal human functioning, flourishing, and well-being through the 
recognition and harnessing of the dialectic nature and tendencies of people, organizations, and 
society. The paper ends with some suggestions (i.e., structural equation models or SEMs) to 
guide future researchers to further the research and inquiry into this proposed construct. 


Responsibility: Enabling Human Consciousness and Flourishing 
Using Paradox Theory 


Consciousness refers to the information that people have of their experiences across different 
modalities such as temporal (past, present, and future), spatial (me versus them), affective 
groupings (good and bad), cognitive (true or false), etc. (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). Csik- 
szentmihalyi proposed three fundamental conditions human consciousness needs to flourish 
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in everyday life, to wit: Freedom (to decide what consciousness means), Hope (the positive 
outlook of the future), and Flow (enjoyable experiences). He argued that keeping human con- 
sciousness from atrophying needs to be a concern of governments and their people to prevent 
their communities from suffering, decline, and death. 

However, are the conditions proposed above enough to indeed keep human consciousness 
from atrophying? Could a unifying condition akin to Aristotle’s concept of phronesis or mas- 
ter virtue (Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006) be the answer to keep the marriage of these primary 
conditions healthy and robust? Wong (2019) posited Responsibility as the master virtue mak- 
ing all other virtues identified in the Values in Action (VIA) classification system possible 
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Hence, in this paper, I likewise propose Responsibility as the 
fourth condition of human consciousness operationalized through the lens of paradox theory 
that can enable human and societal flourishing. 


Responsibility: Uniting the Conditions of Human Consciousness 


In this paper, Responsibility (or sense of responsibility) refers to the obligation to satisfactorily 
perform a task (McGrath & Whitty, 2018) whether on an individual, organizational, societal, 
or governmental levels of operationalization. Responsibility is different from accountability 
as the latter refers to the liability for ensuring a task is satisfactorily done (McGrath & Whitty, 
2018). That is, a person may have the responsibility to do something (e.g., Enola Gay pilots 
who dropped atomic bombs at Hiroshima and Nagasaki during World War II upon lawful 
orders of the then US President and Commander-in-Chief) but may not necessarily be held 
accountable (e.g., President Delano Franklin Roosevelt had the ultimate accountability for this 
action). In the context of this paper, the scope of responsibility primarily covers attributional 
or operational domains (e.g., tasks, functions, jobs, etc.) rather than that of the moral, ethical, 
or legal aspects of responsibility. In short, there is an assumption in this paper that when an 
action is done responsibly, it is something good, moral, ethical, and legal. 

To enable Responsibility become a unifying condition amongst Freedom, Hope, and Flow 
as visually shown in Figure 1, a brief discussion about the concepts of paradox and paradox 
theory follows next. 


Paradox, Paradox Theory, and Applications 


Smith and Lewis (2011) defined paradox as statements or elements that have seemingly con- 
tradictory nature or meaning but exist simultaneously and persist over time. Paradox theory is 
further conceptualized as a meta-theoretical framework that provides insights into the sources, 
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Freedom 


RESPONSIBILITY > 
(the funnel) 


Human Consciousness > 
Flourishing 


Figure 1 Responsibility as Enabler of Human Consciousness for Flourishing. In this model, 
Responsibility unites the conditions of Freedom, Hope, and Flow to enable human 
consciousness to flourish. 


nature, and outcomes of individual and organizational differences (Smith & Lewis, 2011). 
These differences inevitably result to paradoxical tensions which can be viewed as a dilemma 
or a trade-off, a compromise or dialectic (Western form or Hegelian dialectic), or as a paradox, 
which affects the kind of decision goal one has to take to resolve the tension (see Figure 2; 
Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

In the case of tension viewed as a dilemma (e.g., make or buy), the decision making re- 
quires weighing advantages and disadvantages for each option; the decision goal is to make a 
tradeoff, selecting the option that maximizes the advantages and limits the liabilities. When 
tension is viewed as a compromise, contradictory elements (i.e., thesis and antithesis) are re- 
solved through synthesis or integration of both options. However, when tensions are viewed 
as a paradox by using the contrasting elements together instead of choosing one over the other, 
it results in a broader range of behavioral options people can choose to make informed de- 
cisions. In short, a paradoxical view of tensions adopts an “and/both” approach (Smith & 
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Paradox 
Contradictory yet interrelated elements (dualities) that exist simultaneously and 
persist over time; such elements seem logical when considered in isolation, but 


irrational, inconsistent, and absurd when juxtaposed 


Dualities (A and B) — Opposites that exist within a unified whole 
* internal boundary creates distinction and highlights opposition 
external boundary encourages synergies by constructing the unified whole 


Dilemma 

Competing choices, each with advantages and disadvantages 
Paradoxical when options are contradictory and interrelated such that 
any choice between them is temporary and tension will resurface 


Dialectic 
Contradictory elements (thesis and antithesis) resolved through integration 


(synthesis), which, over time, will confront new opposition 


Paradoxical when elements are both contradictory and interrelated. 
Because synthesis stresses their similarities, neglecting valued differences, 
integration is temporary. Need for disparate qualities persists such that 
synthesis gradually favors one over the other (i.e., C and D retain core 


characteristics of A and B, respectively) 


Figure 2 Ways of Distinguishing Organizational Tensions. Adapted from Smith and Lewis 
(2011). 


Lewis, 2011) instead of “either/or” or “if/then” approach to contingency theory (Lawrence & 
Lorsch, 1967). 

In the field of management sciences, paradox theory has been applied in the areas of 
leadership and leadership development such as ambidextrous leadership (Rosing et al., 2011; 
Smith & Lewis, 2012; Farell, 2018), strategy development and strategic agility (Lewis et al., 
2014), paradoxical leadership and competing values framework (Lavine, 2014), paradoxical 
leadership behavior (Zhang et al., 2015), and creativity and innovation (Shao et al., 2019) to 
name a few. With such widespread use of the concepts of paradox theory, this paper proposes 
the application of paradox theory in finding the balance or optimum combination among the 
fundamental conditions of human consciousness needed to flourish in everyday life. 
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Operationalizing Responsibility 


Using paradox theory in operationalizing how responsibility can become a unifying condition 
to keep human consciousness from atrophying, we juxtapose Responsibility with Freedom, 
Hope, and Flow as shown in Figure 3. Notice that in each paradox dyad, four quadrants are 
formed representing four possible scenarios, outcomes, or behaviors that may result depending 
on the level or degree of the conditions in the x- and y-axes (i.e., low-low, low-high, high-low, 
and high-high). 

For example, in the Freedom-Responsibility dyad, a person with low levels of freedom 
and responsibility would experience stagnation, atrophy, or dependence on someone else and 
for a person with a high degree of freedom but a low level of responsibility, this person may 
become independent of others but may also result to entitlement, chaos, or potential abuse of 
freedom. Conversely, if a person has a low degree of freedom but a high level of responsibility, 
rebellion, disobedience, unrest, slavery, exploitation, and co-dependence on someone else 
may result; but, when a person has high levels on both freedom and responsibility, amazement, 
interdependence, thriving or flourishing happens. 

The same process of analysis can be replicated for the Hope-Responsibility and Flow- 
Responsibility dyads. These analyses clearly show the power of paradox theory in providing 
a broader set of outcomes or behaviors that people and governments can become aware of so 
that they, in turn, can explore appropriate interventions to prevent these conditions of human 
consciousness from atrophying. 


Suggestions for Future Research 


Although the concepts of responsibility, freedom, hope, enjoyment (flow), and paradox are not 
novel by themselves, the relationships, interactions or connections amongst these conditions 
when combined and operationalized together are worth further investigating by conducting 
more empirical studies and scientific inquiry. As an example, research on the role of Respon- 
sibility in mediating, moderating, or both the three other conditions of Freedom, Hope, and 
Flow would advance our understanding of this proposed construct. 

Figure 4 shows two structural equation models (SEM) that researchers can investigate 
to gain a deeper understanding of how these conditions relate to each other and in the end, 
provide people and governments the right “mix and match” of these conditions that enable 
human consciousness to flourish. SEM 1 represents a moderated-mediation model where 
Responsibility (moderated by Paradoxical mindset) mediates Freedom, Hope, and Flow ona 
moderated level to enable human consciousness that leads to flourishing. 
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Freedom-Responsibility Paradox Hope-Responsibility Paradox 


Rebellion 
Disobedience 
Unrest 


Amazement 
Thriving/ Coping 


Flourishing Diligence 
Self-help 


Hopeful 

Slavery flourishing 
Exploitation Inter- 

Co-dependence dependence 


Self-deception 
Cowardice 
Passivity 
Drift 
Degeneration 
Wishful thinking 


Stagnation Entitlement Despair 


Chaos Apathy 
eee Abuse of Hopelessness 


Dependence freedom Complacency 
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Responsibility 
Responsibility 


Freedom 
Enjoyment (Flow)-Responsibility Paradox 


Strained 


Stressed 


achievement Flourishing 
True flow 
Over 


burdened 


Responsibility 


Addictive 
flow 


Hedonism 
Escapism 


Enjoyment (Flow) High 


Figure 3 Responsibility as Enabler of Human Consciousness for Flourishing. Paradoxical 
dyads in operationalizing Responsibility with conditions of human consciousness to enable 
flourishing. 


On the other hand, SEM 2 presents a simultaneous mediator-moderator model where 
Responsibility (moderated by Paradoxical mindset) simultaneously mediates and moderates 
Freedom, Hope, and Flow to enable human consciousness that leads to flourishing. 

Regardless of the outcome of the proposed studies, both models further conceptually 
demonstrate how paradox theory can be used in enabling the flourishing of human conscious- 
ness through a unifying condition that is Responsibility. 
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SEM 1: Moderated Mediation 


Responsibility 
Paradoxical mindset 


Figure 4 Structural Equation Models (SEM) for Responsibility and Human Consciousness. 
Proposed models in investigating the role of Responsibility in unifying the conditions of 
human consciousness using paradoxical mindset to enable flourishing. 
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